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LETTERS OF JAMES RUMSEY, INVENTOR OF 

THE STEAMBOAT 

(Continued) 

(D) 

London Sept 1 ". 12th 1791. 
My Dear friend, 

I hope you will excuse me if This letter should not be so full as 
you expect or I intended especially when I tell you that I am in the 
middle of a Specification of a patent I expect "to have more pat- 
ents that any man in Europe" — I believe I have not wrote you but 
one letter Since april last which was by Cap'. Chapman Last 
month, in which I did not mention a word of my progress throgh 
a firey trial which has not yet come fairly to an end I shall not 
enter into menuties but shall give the prominent features of my 
probation — In april I was so far gone as to be obliged to wait 
upon my Creditors and tell them my situation who was lenetive 
(?) enough not to push me Sutdenly to any Extremities hopeing 
that rogers and parkers affairs would Come round by the rise of 
the american funds So as to enable them to pay me and go on in 
the mean time I was a perfect Lacquey to them boat [both?] 
giving assistance in arangeing their affairs as no person Could 
get to see Parker only through me — Rogers Claimed a great debt 
of him and therefore became Very envious to him because he 
would not instantly give up all his property to him parker on the 
other hand denyed the fact and proved to me by incontestable 
documents that he could not owe the other what he Claimed untill 
he discharged a Joint debt that they owed to a house in america 
amounting to £15,000, sterling which proved to be the fact, tho 
the debt had always been Considered as Roger 3 , own till an ar- 
ticle appeared between them to prove the Contrary, Rogers es . view 
was To Sacrifice parker to Save himself and was supported in his 
pretentions by "Several of the most respectable merchants in the 
City" (the common phrase) if you alow there is any that deserve 
respect ; Parker upon the other hand Saw that his Scattered prop- 
erty which was Chiefly in funds was every day increasing in 
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value and therefore made it his business to put of all that Lay in 
his power which in the end proved the best of policy as he is now 
with Certainty worth a very great Estate, but to go back to the 
Claim, Rogers proved to be a man of more Cunning and dupli- 
city than any man I ever met with and would by his fair manner 
have made me an easy Sacrifice if I had not been from experience 
much upon my guard ; after many long negotiations an arangem 1 . 
took place between Rogers, his trustees (not assinees) and parker, 
in which I was highly Instrumental, that made it necessary for 
Rogers to go to holland in order to make an arangement of 
parkers property there which was to be put into proper hands and 
lay twelve months untutched which object was accomplished and 
was the Corner stone of parkers Salvation from total Ruin as they 
Rogers & his trustees had attached some and was determined to 
attach it and all the rest of parkers property. Things being thus 
aranged I began to feel Comfortable thinking from what rogers 
had told me that I should get immediate releif, the moment Mr. 
Parker should come into the arangements Just mentioned, for 
which I waited with great patiance, not liking to urge a man in- 
distress, till I found M r . R. upon the eve of departing for holland 
without taking the least notice of my Situation this induced me to 
wait upon him with my account to have at least a Settlement with 
him, when to my utter astonishment after finding that the highest 
Couloured Sedine ( ?) of evation, that I ever Saw, would not put 
me of he was obliged to appear in his proper coulers, by refusing 
to admit or acknowledge evin the existance of my having any 
regular claim ; aludeing no doubt that I had broken the articles 
by carrying on the business in my own name ! which no doubt you 
recolect was done Expressly to oblige him & P [Parker] thinking 
there could be nothing but Villians in the world I determined to 
put it to the test by instantly going to P [Parker] and hear what 
he had to say I told what had passed he Said he expected, I then 
requested that he would Settle and Sign the accounts if he ap- 
proved of them which he instantly did without exammining them, 
what difference in men, parker has always been hidden and mis- 
terious in his proceedings But to do him Justice I have allways 
found him honourable ; The next day I took my old friend Wake- 
field with me and in his presence gave Mr. R. notice that I should 
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persue the Legal Steps, pointed out in our agreement to oblige 
him to settle our affairs to which end I delivered him a written 
notice of what I intended and said likewise that I should call next 
day upon a M r . Maitland who was his principle trustee that 
seemed to frighten him so much as to propose meeting me at M r . 
Maitlands in the morning to See what Could be Done at the time 
appointed I attended at M r . M s . but was told that M r . Rogers 
could not be Seen till Seven in the evening, This mortifies me 
extreamly as I had Just been toald that he had taken a Seat in 
a Coach that was to start at that hour for the Sea port from 
which he was to embark for holland by accident I afterward heard 
that he was to be with Mr. Maitland at 3 o'clock I therefore 
attended but Could not get admited though I saw him through a 
window ! I urged however to See Mr. M. who at last conde- 
scended to come to the Door, and after Some time promised that 
I should See M r . Rogers at Six I according at that time Called 
but So Compleatly was Maitlands mind poisoned that instead of 
giveing relief he expected me to give security to repay the money 
I had had of M r . R. & P. should I fail to go throgh & perform all 
the experiments I had undertaken ! the meeting ended in maitlands 
undertaking to defend by Law the inocent M r . Rogers from the 
unjust pretention of a man (meaning me) who till then he was 
taught to be believe was more deserving I told him that I wished 
to have the good will of every one particularly his as I had been 
taught to believe that he was a gentleman, that was not only Cap- 
able of judgeing properly of things, but had an inclination also to 
decide impartially upon what came before him, but since I found 
that I had been wrong informed His good or bad opinion of me was 
but of Little Consequence in my Estimation and then Let them ! the 
moment after M r . R. set out for holland where he was two months. 
— In the Course of the time that had passed I verry unsuspecting 
held several treates ( ?) with two persons recommended by M r . 
Rogers, who wanted to purchase, as he Said part of the patents ; 
being anxious to permote any plan that was likely to extricate me 
from dificulties, I unsuspectingly answered to all the enquiries 
that was made by one of them, who proved to be his and his 
trustees, attorney, that no doubt Came to pick up what testimony 
he could that would opperate against me in a Legal process, 
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as afterwards well known that the attorney had not the least 
faith in my plans, and wonder at the time from his Ignorance of 
them how it Came that he had So much as to want to purchase. I 
was now once more driven to the last Extremity with the worst 
of appearances before me. when contrary to all Expectation an 
invitation Billet was delivered to me by two footmen in Loud 
( ?) Livery that wanted an answer. I opened and found it was 
from the Earl of Carhampton appointing a meeting with him upon 
business, at the time appointed I waited upon him and at Several 
other periods which ended in an agreement for me to go to 
Ireland for at least 60 days at £10 sterling per day ! to give Some 
directions about a Canal that is carrying on there by gover- 
ment and individuals united of the Latter one half at least are 
Lords Knights &c with the Duke of Linster at their head. It 
was those in Council that had directed the Earl of Carhampton, 
then in England, to Send over an able engineer, and his Lordship 
pitched upon me, the next thing was to get leave from my Credi- 
tors (a mortifiing aplication) to go, the ten pounds per day 
was a least that they thought was worthy their humain indulgence 
therefore I got it But was advised by my old friends (who behaved 
nobly upon the occation) Bailay & Vaughn, to wait upon Main- 
land before I went and inform him of my intention I did so and 
he in a letter to each (for I toaled him I had Called by their ad- 
vice) protested against my leaving the kingdom, and reflect upon 
them if they had advised the measure, which he doubted, these 
[illegible] protest was very favorable to me as they produced 
very sperited replys from both the gentlemen in question say they 
had and still did advise the measure and that nether him or any 
other person had any right by or under my agreement to stop me — 
I according on the Sixth day of may Set out upon my Jurney but 
did not arive at dublin till the 25th partly oweing to bad weather 
and partly to the Circuetous rout I had taken to See all the prin- 
ciple Canals in England — upon dilivering my letters to the Irish 
nobless, a meeting of the board was instantly Called and I was 
Summoned before them. You know me too well my friend for it 
to be necessary to tell you the Sensations I felt on my entering a 
Room where undoubtly was Colected in about forty great men 
a large proportion of all the Science in the Kingdom ! many were 
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the questions I was asked and had to Solve or answer from which 
I found that they were absolutely an orricle ( ?) ; I am Sorry 
however to tell you that my deffedence (that I never shall get 
the better of) exposed me more upon this occation than I ex- 
pected, though I afterward had the Satisfaction to find, did not 
opporate So much against me as I expected as it did not abate the 
Confidence they were prepared to put in me, I therefore Set about 
and executed the business wanting to be done with all the expe- 
dition in my power & which I Compleated and laid (in my own 
fist (?) writing about five times wose than Common) in a much 
less time than was expected and in a mannor (with respect to 
Substance) that gave general Satisfaction to all parties Con- 
cerned which before had been much divided, and then returned 
to England; but not to London but Liverpool, and kept my re- 
treat a Secret to all but faithfull Wakefield who previous to my 
departure I made my agent as he had got quit of his partner 
and had Lent me all the money he Could raise, besides in my ab- 
sence borrowing £100 for my use which Saved me from Stopping 
business in London at all ! while Laying upon my oars at Liver- 
pool, manchester, Chester &c. I invented a mill upon principles 
intirely new, (which I am now specifying — you know what I 
mean) and which it is evident Saved me from distruction ; as pre- 
vious to that my opponants in London acted in the most hostill 
manner poseble haveing heard that my business was done in 
Ireland therefore Expected Soon to "unconditional Submition" 
(But they would have been mistaken, as I had determined as my 
Country had done before me, never to be brought to Such terms 
by a Briton) a Change of features in affairs however made it 
necessary for them to depart from that proceedure, for I was 
fortunate enough while at Liverpool to make a Conditional Con- 
tract with Some Gentlemen at that place, that I believe had writ- 
ten to me before your departure from england to erect the mill 
and have an interest in it, Should my partners in London refuse 
an offer that I should make them respecting Her, and our other 
affairs which if they should, I was immediately to receive £300 
from the Liverpool gentlemen (whom I had made acquainted 
with my Situation) to get a patent and pay the debt, that most 
pressed me at London. This point being gained I Sent my pro- 
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posials of Settlement to London at the Same time telling them 
what I had done with regard to the new mill if the did not Settele, 
and receive her, upon the principles I had laid down, which all 
throgh gave an indulgence to them, besides giving the mill into 
the bargain ; On hearing what I had done and finding that delay 
might be very dangerous the alarm was sounded, and a general 
Council held in which my terms ware acceeded to in toto, as I 
had declared that nothing short would be accepted ; I therefore in 
stantly Came to London to confirm them to which So much delay 
was given by duplicity and Stratagem as some times to make me 
fear that I Should Loose boath objects, and should if the mill at 
Liverpool had not been [illegible] makeing Such progress as to 
fear that She would be Set of and thereby become public prop- 
erty before a patent could be obtained for her which I would not 
begin with till the accounts Should be setled, which at last was 
done and an article of agreement entered into after it had under 
gone a thousand corrections to relieve it in Some degree of the 
Studied ambeguity that introduced into it in order to obscureit 
its true intent and meaning, which the the fairest feature (and 
therefore ought to be protected) Could never be brought fully 
into View The sceine however Closed in a mannor not a little 
gratifying to me as the haughty M r . Maitland was himself by 
letter obliged to garuntee the payment of Rogers' note to me for 
£237-5- before the business Could be Closed, we Since have es- 
tablished an office M r . Wakefield Clark at £150 per annum and 
have 12 or 15 men at work in a shop of our own! & expect soon 
to make Some experiments of mills after which the old subject 
of applying Steam to the Columbian maid will be ressumed the 
nine months She has lain by has so rusted an injured the mechin- 
ery as to make it necessary to take it all apart. We are (torn) 
below the albian mills (ruiens) at a place Called "Falean Starrs" 
in Surry and upon the water Side where we meet twice a week 
and go through the accounts and &c with as much Importance and 
accuracy as if we were Commitioners of the first important trust 
in the State, at the close of every examination, each man putts 
down his dividend of money due, and signs the Statement of the 
accounts they have past, when the meeting, by a formal minute 
written in a large (torn) book (reciteing the proceedings of the 
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day) Breaks up. — Haveing thus given you [illegible] upon [illegi- 
ble] from my last (upon that [illegible] ) At the present time, with 
an arising in Ireland into the bargain ; I shall now Conclude by 
beging the favour of you to Excuse all Blunders and omitions that 
Loosees the Sence of what was intended As I have not time to 
Examine or Corect all that I have Said, having robed myself, as 
it ware, for the time have taken from the labourious task that 
I have upon Land, only for which I should take pleasure in write- 
ing you a quire which would not exhaust the fund of, Incidents, 
and annecdote, that I have upon hand, at an other opertunity you 
shall have more.— Let me beg you after reading this to Send it 
to Capt. Morrow it may be Some amusement to him and my 
friends to retrace more particularly my movements for the last 
nine months which hitherto I have only Very partialy or generaly 
mentioned to them. 

Believe me Dear West, let fortune Sport with me as she may, 
that I am in all Situations your sincere and efectionate friend. 
M r . G. W. West. 

James Rumsey 
[Addressed] : 

To 
Cap'. Charles Morrow 
Shepherds town 

Berkeley County 
Virginia 

(E) 

London Jan"' 5th 1791. 
Dear Charles, 

I have but fifteen minutes Left to Scratch you out a letter of 
bad news by the packet of this month. The persons that I sold my 
patents to have failed, which at present has put a total Stop to all 
my affairs I had my name on their Bills to the am 1 , of about three 
hundred pounds which I have got paid with much dificulty other- 
wise I should have become a Bankrupt with them. — I hope to keep 
the Vessel and all the mechainery from their concerns, if do she 
will keep me Safe against debts that I owe on account of the Con- 



246 William and Mary Quarterly 

cern to the amount of £800 — Sterling — The Society in america 
are mostly Leaches and Sharks, Some of them has Supressed all 
my letters to Barnes for some time Back, in which was all Wyn- 
koops Bills, and instructions how to proceed thereon, the Vessel 
is ready to move with a Considerable degree of reputation, But 
must now be kept back from motives of policy. Should you Send 
a Scheme of goods for the Spring donot Calculat upon my Send- 
ing them to you with Certainty as it is uncertain where or how 
this Late misfortune may End. 

Some of the Society grumble at my Sending you goods, and 
have drawn more Bills upon me which Shall be protested. As 
the Society owes me Considerablely on account of my advances 
here therefore Let no pretences what Ever induce you to Let 
them or any Person pretending Claims upon me (in Conse- 
quence of inventions) not Even Mr. Barnes have a Shilling. To 
Enable you to go on the better, do not remit me any money here, 
thes are only a few hints of the deranged State of affairs at this 
moment, as soon as they Come to Some fixed point you Shall 
have all the particulars Explained. I Expect nothing Else but a 
breath with the Society who has Certainly behaved Rediculous to 
me in a Very great degree, the Very persons that they introduced 
me to here See it and are my friend thogh they would not trust 
them for a farthing y et the Lend me hundreds. I long to hear from 
you. give my tenderest respects to my family and all friends and 
believe me Dear Charles to be with unalterable Sincerity your 
friend and hb 1 . Ser'. 

James Rumsey 

P. S. the post waits I therefore have not time to read what I 
have written. 



[Addressed] Cap*. Charles Morrow 

Shepherds Town 

Berkeley County 
Virginia 
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(F) 

London Augs 1 . 23d 1791. 
Dear Charles, 

I think I have not written you a line Since the 9th of April at 
which time I sent you the Copy of a letter I had written to Mr. 
Barnes on the Sixth of Said month, which informed you of my 
then, Very disagreable Situation, that grew more and more un- 
comfortable every day as debts increased and Creditors grew 
impatient, friends began to Cool, and a few days must have ended 
my Career, in Europe had it not been for the following fortunate 
Sircumstances turning up, at a moment that was almost the last, 
in which it Could have given relieff! the Sircumstances aluded 
was as follows. "In Ireland they are Cuting of a Canal of 
great Extent and magnitude in which the most of the nobility and 
gentry of that country are Concerned, not only as legeslators, but 
as indiveduals also in which Capasity they have Subscribed two 
hundred thousand pounds Sterling towards Carrying on the work ; 
which has been on hand for Some time till meeting with dificul- 
ties that embarrassed and divided them, so much, that they de- 
termined in a full board of directors (which altogether Consists 
of upwards of forty members) to Send to England for an En- 
gineer, to point out the manner in which the Business ought to 
be Carried, The Earl of Carhampton who was then in Lon- 
don, was desired to make enquiry for a proper person for Such 
an undertaking and behold (from among the hundred thousand 
that profess to be Engineers in this Kingdom) he pitched upon 
me ; after attending him several times, I received my instructions, 
with letters to Several Noble Lords, I Set out on the 6th of May 
for Dublin, at the Salary of ten pounds Sterling per day, till I 
should return ; It would be a history to relate the particulars of 
this Jurney, which was attended with many Sceines that were new, 
and interesting, to a mind like mine; and thoght they were at- 
tended with many pleasing, indeed flattering, Circumstances, and 
ware Crowned with Success in the End ; yet great and many were 
the Tryals, and agitations, that I had to Encounter with, in the 
accomplishment of my undertakeing — It was not an easy task for 
an orrator Such as I am, Contious of inabelity, in language and 
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want of fluency of Speetch, To Explain to the potamack Com- 
pany my Sentiments upon the navigation they were upon ; Judge 
then what must have been my Situation, when ushered in to hold 
forth, a techneial language, to upwards of twenty, Imperious, and 
no doubt Learned Lords, Knights, &c! who had been worked up 
into the Expectation (as Some of the Facetious toald me) that I 
could create boath Clay and Stone ! Before these directors I had 
occation to appear Several times during the business I went upon 
which I at Lenth accomplished, to the General and great Satis- 
faction of almost every person Concerned; and at the End of 
forty days returned to England (not to London) again; The 
money I Raised from this Expedition; and the mannor in which 
my appointment and absence opperated upon my Ennimies here 
(the persons that boght my patent, and their trustees) was the 
means of Snatching me from the Sure distruction that awaited 
me, and all my European affairs ; I did not return to London 
untill I received a confirmation from my agents, that my oppon- 
ants had acceeded to terms, which I had offered to them, during 
my absence, as the only ones that, — should Ever again induce me 
to Coopporate with them! The terms I proposed was not so 
good as those that my Contract entitled me to But they ware the 
best I could get, and have already releived me from an anomous 
load of debt ; and has set a business again into action with brisk- 
ness, that has Layn Dormant almost Eight long months ! at other 
oppertunities I will relate more particular the methods and man- 
ner by which I conducted and carried into Execution (without a 
Law suit) the great point I have gained, tho constantly opposed 
by power, poverty, and prejudice, not only against my profession 
but myself & Country I am Dear Charles your Sincere and Con- 
stant friend, and Ob*. Hb 1 . Serv'. 

James Rumsey. 



August 24th 1 791. 
D r . Sir, 

The Ship not going yesterday as I Expected, that will take 
this to america, enables me to Say Something in reply to your 
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favours of the 10th of February which I received in Dublin on 
the 25th of May and Should have answered much sooner had not 
I determined to See my affairs on a more permant foundation, or 
defeated, before I Said anything about them to my friends — I am 
sorry that you have not found better Sail for your goods, but 
notwithstanding that, do not be discouraged, a time must Come, 
when they will answer better ; and therefore I must approve your 
resolution to let them Lye on the Shelves ; Sooner than trust them 
out. I have no doubt but the goods I sent you Come pretty high, 
But Should you have occation for more, I shall endeavor to have 
them laid in upon the Very best terms, at that time, I could not 
manage that point as I pleased, but now the goods part of the 
Contract is broke; So that I shall purchase where I please in 
future. 

Turnover 



In continuation to the 24th of August 1791 

I am much obliged to you and my Sister for your friendly 
Solicitude on account of my Child, and hope that you have Con- 
tinued it in spite of any indulgences She may meet with to the 
Contrary for be assured that I highly dispprove of her going to 
any public place, what ever; without a very particular acquaint- 
ance being with her in which case I have no objection, but would 
lean to a moderate indulgence, of what Extent, I now leave to 
your selves the Single Sircumstances of Suekeys age, and Situa- 
tion, has given me more uneasiness, than all the dificulties I have 
met with besides, on you an my Sister ware my hope founded, 
should you relinquish your authority, or she refuse to obey, I 
should consider her as lost; not from bad example but from the 
indulgence I am well assured She will receive, I therefore beg 
and trust, that you will do everything in your power to have her 
to Conduct herself with propriety; if She Should not, america 
Shall never See me more ! ! for it is for my Children I Labour & 
therefore was it to happen, that they Should not deserve my 
Endeavours, in their favours; I would never wish to See them 
again as nothing Could hurt me so much, as their disgrace. I 
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Shall write to boath Polly and Suckey by this oppertunity, and 
shall urge a Change in their Conduct, the ensuing winter ; which 
I hope will be attended to, if it is not, I shall take measures (if 
not too late) to prevent the like from every hapning again. 

What a strange part has been alloted for me to act in this 
world, the fourth year is advancing with rapid strides Since I left 
you ! and I am not yet ready to return ; and what is worse, I see 
no immediate prospect of it ; But Shall push with all my might, to 
bring that long wished for period to pass ; for believe me I am 
Still as I always have been, lookeing forward for Comforts yet 
to Come, and which now appear to reside in my native Country ! 
wheither they do or not Charles of this I am Certain, that if ever 
I ouer ( ?) any Comforts in this life, is for me it will be among 
you ; Being Experimentally Convinced that but few of the inno- 
cent and Substantial Comforts of this life, exist near Kings 
and Courts, attendance and parade, Such as Continually go on 
in this great metropolis where many are Literally Starving for 
bread, while others Cannot move a single yard without half a 
dozen Servants to attend them ! dressed in Clothing more Costly, 
by far, than our members of Congress! the wealth of this Coun- 
try is Imence, many indiveduals Spend their ten thousand a year, 
without being half gratified for want of more ! It seems to myself 
yet I can assure you that it is true, that when persons are talked 
of, that has but from £500 to £1,000 a year, they are Considered 
as in but middling Circumstances and So many of these kind of 
Sentiments I have heard, as to be impressed with the Same Idea ! 
the Sound of a thousand Sterling is not, to me, so large as 100 
dollars used to be; nor did I find it so hard to raise a hundred 
guineas here, with out resources too, as I did in america to raise 
that many penns ( ?) shillings when in the midst of all my friends 
and aquaintances ! ! Can you tell me the reason of that Charles ? 
It was because I was a prophet at home ! ! I am now in a strange 
land — all this however does not Lessen my attachment for my 
own Country, nor prejudice me in favour of this. My best and 
sincerest regard to you and my Sister, and am as always your 
Sincere friend 

J. Rumsey. 
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[Addressed] 

To 
Cap'. Charles Morrow 
Shepherds town, 

Berkeley County 
Virginia 
favoured by 

Cap'. Chapman 
Ship Salley 
W. G. P. 

(To be Continued.) 



